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It is  always comfort ing t o  begin an intellectual d iscourse w i th  a truism. To  do 
so disarms a potent ia l ly  rebell ious audience b y  indicat ing t h a t  it is no t  about t o  
be shocked ou t  o f  i t s  well-worn mental boots. Thus  reassured, t he  l is tener o r  
reader is l i ke ly  t o  receive t he  presented message w i th  a sense o f  benign 
benevolence. Furthermore, a t  t h i s  stage i n  the  proceedings, the  receiver is 
s t i l l  a l e r t  and f resh and so un l ike ly  t o  b e  lu l led in to  sleep b y  conf ront ing  the 
obvious. I shall, therefore, open w i th  a t ru ism. 
Communication research, pol icy and pract ice are  each deeply affected b y  
t he i r  national contexts.  Each cul ture,  each society, each state exhibi ts i t s  own 
un ique conf igurat ion o f  condit ions, problems and  potent ia l  solutions, ref lect ing 
no t  on ly  un iversa l  forces b u t  also the  idiosyncracies o f  a par t icu lar  place and 
time. A n d  these specif icit ies app ly  no t  on ly  t o  t he  substance o f  communications 
matters b u t  also t o  the  way in which they are  analyzed. Research strategy, 
the  scient i f ic  in f ras t ruc tures ,  predi lect ions o f  governments and other f und ing  
agencies, the  inart iculate major premises o f  scholars, and the i r  consciously 
designed conceptual frameworks and  research perspect ives a l l  re f lec t  t he  
character ist ics o f  the  s i te on which they emerge. Most important perhaps, t he  
questions asked b y  researchers--and the  questions not asked--are great ly  
condit ioned b y  the i r  societal and national set t ing.  
Since the  focus o f  t h i s  morning's session (according t o  t he  marching 
orders  I received some months ago) is  c u r r e n t  research i n  internat ional  
communication, I wi l l  dwel l  on some o f  the  elements o f  t he  Canadian set t ing  
which colour i t s  communications realit ies and  research. I n  part icular,  I shall 
attempt to  account f o r  t he  dominance, on the Canadian scene, o f  concerns w i th  
national ident i ty ,  cu l tu ra l  sovereignty,  and  what t o  many Americans looks l i ke  a 
paranoid wariness o f  being dominated b y  the  United States. Much o f  what I 
say is  old hat  t o  Canadians and is  intended par t icu lar ly  f o r  the  ears o f  
American colleagues. 
Time constraints compel me t o  pa in t  w i th  an immensely broad brush.  Much 
o f  what I say consists o f  sweeping generalizations t o  which many exceptions 
apply.  I nevertheless believe tha t  my po r t ra i t  i s  t r u e  i n  i t s  essentials. 
To  a non-Canadian, the  most s t r i k i n g  feature o f  o u r  communications scene 
is l i ke ly  t o  be the ex tent  t o  which policies and research are concerned wi th  
56 Some Canadian Perspectives on Communication ResearchIJohn Meisel 
ensur ing  tha t  t he  coun t r y  maintains i t s  d is t inc t  ident i ty .  A l though th i s  is most 
manifest in t h e  cu l tu ra l  domain, and  par t icu lar ly  i n  broadcasting, it also applies 
t o  o ther  aspects o f  telecommunications. The  reasons, pa in fu l ly  obvious t o  
Canadians, o f ten  baf f le  Canada's southern neighbours who, fo r  t he  most par t ,  
f i nd  it total ly incomprehensible tha t  Canadians should be concerned about the  
overwhelming presence i n  t he i r  midst o f  American cu l tu ra l  products.  
Canada's population is  one-tenth tha t  o f  t he  Un i ted States, and it is  
precar iously stretched i n  a t h i n  l ine along i t s  border  w i t h  the  exuberant  
American colossus. Both  French and  Engl ish are  of f ic ia l  languages, and 
considerable e f fo r ts  a r e  made to  maintain the v iab i l i t y  o f  t he  French fact  not  
on l y  in Quebec, b u t  also i n  provinces where francophones comprise a minor i ty .  
While these attempts have b y  no  means always been successful, the  fact  remains 
t ha t  t he  presence o f  two l ingu is t ic  and cu l tu ra l  found ing par tners ,  whose 
l ingu is t ic  r i g h t s  are  legally enshr ined in the  const i tut ion,  is deeply imbedded i n  
the  minds and practices o f  the  population. Both Engl ish and French Canadians 
have gradua l ly  come t o  accept one another as par tners  i n  a unique process o f  
country-bui ld ing--al though I suspect t ha t  they  are  not  always fu l l y  conscious o f  
th is.  
About  80 pe r  cent o f  Canadians speak Engl ish and so prov ide a ready 
market f o r  American books, magazines, films and broadcasts, no t  to  mention 
o ther  American goodies. A t  t he  same time, t he  domestic market f o r  Canadian 
reading matter,  films, and broadcasts i n  Engl ish is correspondingly smaller than 
the  overal l  populat ion f i gu re  o f  26 mil l ion would suggest. 
Polit ically, Canada is  a v e r y  loose federation, i n  which the powers o f  the  
central  government are  matched and in some sectors even exceeded b y  t he  
provincial  (state) authorit ies. There  is, therefore,  a g rea t  deal o f  d i ve rs i t y  
which is  deemed to  be h igh l y  desirable. Similarly, a h igh  degree o f  p lural ism 
ex is ts  w i t h  regard  t o  t he  count ry 's  e thn ic  minorit ies. The  melting pot  creed 
followed i n  t he  U.S. has never  taken root i n  Canada. Here dualism, insofar as 
French and Engl ish cu l t u re  are  concerned, has been espoused simultaneously 
w i t h  t he  p u r s u i t  o f  mult icul tural ism, a pol icy designed t o  enable ethnic 
minorit ies to  preserve a good deal o f  t he i r  cu l t u ra l  t rad i t ions  even whi le f i t t i ng  
i n to  one o f  the  two of f ic ia l  language groups. Th is  openness wi th  respect t o  
ethnic d i ve rs i t y  is  matched b y  a wide tolerance for  polit ical and ideological 
d ivers i ty .  Canada has a t h r i v i n g  social democratic p a r t y  which has formed 
governments i n  several provinces, and Canadians have been much more wi l l ing  
than Americans t o  le t  the  state prov ide social and  heal th services and t o  become 
involved i n  pub l ic  enterpr ises.  A substant ia l ly  la rger  propor t ion  o f  Canadians 
than Americans belong t o  unions. 
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These are  some o f  the  factors which combine t o  suppor t  two proposi t ions:  
(1 ) Canadians--even Engl ish Canadians--despite many similarit ies w i t h  
Americans, are  s ign i f i cant ly  d i f f e ren t  from them and ( 2 )  Canadian cu l t u re  i s  
unmistakably threatened b y  t he  massive presence i n  the  coun t r y  o f  American 
cu l tu ra l  goods and enterpr ises.  The  details have been c i ted  endlessly and need 
not be repeated here (Meisel, 1986; 1985; 1984; 1984a; 1984b; 1981). 
A qu ick  glance a t  the  shelves o f  any  magazine shop provides a per fec t  
microcosm o f  Canada's cu l tu ra l  landscape--a vast  panorama o f  American items 
\ 
wi th  on ly  a sparse sp r i nk l i ng  o f  domestic goods. Only  f ou r  pe r  cent o f  
television drama available on Canadian stations is Canadian. Both  movie 
product ion and d is t r ibu t ion  are  overwhelmingly foreign. Canadian films, 
including the  amazing canon o f  the  National Film Board, l i ke  so many other 
expressions o f  Canadian experience, cannot b e  shared--in large p a r t  because 
the fore ign ownership o f  the  d is t r ibu t ion  network discriminates against Canadian 
products.  Var iants o f  t h i s  s i tuat ion occur i n  al l  cu l tu ra l  domains. 
Th is  state o f  a f fa i rs  has caused governments and cu l tu ra l  organizations 
considerable concern and has b rough t  in to  being a wide range o f  measures 
designed a t  least t o  equalize the  opportuni t ies f o r  Canadian works o f  a r t  and 
entertainment t o  have access t o  t he i r  own domestic markets. Among these 
measures, th ree are central :  extensive broadcast regulation, st ipulat ing,  among 
other th ings, minimum levels o f  Canadian programming; subsidies t o  Canadian 
cu l tu ra l  act iv i t ies,  including the product ion o f  television programs; and 
measures inh ib i t ing  what is deemed cu l t u ra l l y  lethal competit ion b y  American 
enterpr ises.  
The most notor ious and contentious such measure is B i l l  C58. It prevents  
Canadian advert isers on U.S. television stations o r  i n  American magazines from 
declar ing these adver t is ing  costs as tax-deduct ib le business expenses. Th is  
issue has outraged American broadcasters, who have from time t o  time 
succeeded i n  persuading Congress and several administrations to  retaliate, on 
th i s  account, against Canada. The  arguments on bo th  sides are  b y  no  means 
simple, pa r t l y  because they encapsulate much o f  the  economic, social, emotional 
and polit ical problems o f  Canadian cu l t u ra l  sovereignty and pa r t l y  because, i n  
American eyes, the matter is l inked t o  other contentious issues such as the  
pract ice b y  Canadian cable companies o f  d i s t r i bu t i ng  American T V  shows i n  
Canada wi thout  compensating the r i g h t s  holders.  B i l l  C58 provides an excellent 
case s tudy  o f  many o f  the  dilemmas posed fo r  Canada's broadcasting system b y  
dispar i t ies i n  the  size o f  the  American and Canadian markets, the  s t ruc tu re  o f  
t he  broadcast ing i ndus t r y  and the manner i n  which governments become 
involved i n  problems o f  cu l tu ra l  sovereignty (HagelinIJanisch 1984; A r r i es  
1984). 
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What we can and must t a l k  about a re  some important aspects o f  t h e  
circumstances descr ibed so far. One is par t icu lar ly  in t r igu ing:  why are  
v i r t ua l l y  a l l  Americans, even some o f  t he  most enlightened, unable to  
unders tand Canada's cu l tu ra l  and communications nationalism? 
One reason f o r  American inab i l i t y  to  fathom Canada's concerns is  t ha t  t he  
vas t  major i ty o f  Americans do no t  t h i n k  tha t  any th ing  that  they  o r  t he i r  
countrymen may do  wil l  harm Canada. How could it, when no such h u r t  i s  
intended? Since they do not  see any  aggressive o r  imperialist elements in 
United States actions, Americans cannot imagine why  anyone could possibly 
object t o  the  presence - i n  t he i r  midsts o f  books, magazines, films, T V  shows, 
etc., emanating from so unthreatening, generous and splendid a count ry .  
T h e  rhetor ic  sur round ing the  pivotal  place i n  American pol i t ics o f  freedom 
o f  informat ion also cont r ibu tes  t o  American impatience w i th  Canada's attempts t o  
pro tec t  i t s  cu l tu ra l  space against fo re ign domination. The  F i r s t  Amendment is  
seen, not  as a par t icu lar  American device, making sense wi th in  a specif ic 
h istor ical  and polit ical set t ing,  b u t  as the  expression o f  a universal  law. 
Canadian content regulat ions and other such measures are  seen as v io lat ing t h i s  
fundamental tenet. 
T h e  fact  t ha t  most Americans do  not  perceive any di f ference between 
themselves and Canadians--certainly English-speaking ones--also robs Canadian 
cu l tu ra l  nationalism o f  p laus ib i l i t y  i n  t he i r  eyes. A n d  f inal ly,  t he  s t rong fa i th  
o f  so many Americans i n  t he  sanct i ty and  ef f icacy o f  market mechanisms clouds 
the i r  v is ion o f  Canada. They do not  unders tand why any  people o r  government 
could wish to  tamper w i t h  t he  salutary operation o f  t he  market fo r  t he  sake o f  
promot ing heavy-handed policies related t o  a concept so imponderable, sensit ive 
and subject ive as national ident i ty .  
For  t he i r  par t ,  Canadians f i n d  it h a r d  t o  unders tand these reactions. It 
seems self-evident to  them tha t  t he  ub iqu i tous  and  c rush ing  presence o f  
American cu l tu ra l  a r t i fac ts  (o f ten  pr iced v e r y  modestly because o f  t he  huge size 
o f  t he  U.S. market)  crowds out  domestic voices. The  space occupied b y  t he  
imports prevents  t h e  f ragi le home-grown plants f rom tak ing root, growing, and 
be ing seen. Indigenous ar t is ts  therefore experience d i f f i cu l t y  i n  f i nd ing  an 
audience, and the i r  potent ia l  pub l ics  are depr ived o f  shar ing Canadian 
experiences. The  myths, symbols, experiences and reference points o f  t he  
available ar t is t i c  fa re  are  overwhelmingly fo re ign and so fai l  t o  nour ish  t he  
collective memory o f  a common Canadian past and present.  
Insofar  as freedom o f  informat ion is  concerned, most Canadians share t he  
Americant.s belief i n  i t s  importance, b u t  they  recognize that  there  are  
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circumstances i n  which t h e  national in teres t  d ictates t h a t  it cannot be 
considered as a n  absolute good. The re  a r e  circumstances when the  
requirements o f  national secur i ty  and su rv i va l  must b e  allowed t o  impede the  
total ly unbr id led  exchange o f  information. Transborder  data flows, broadcast 
content, and cer ta in  aspects o f  pub l ish ing are  some o f  t h e  areas considered by 
Canadians to  b e  so essential t o  t he i r  national su rv i va l  t h a t  t hey  a re  among the  
f ie lds in which the i r  government's regulation, cont ro l  and  subvent ion a re  
justif ied. 
The  idea that  Canadians are  in effect  j us t  Americans l i v i ng  n o r t h  o f  t he  
fo r ty -e ighth  parallel s t r ikes  most Canadians o f  e i ther  language g r o u p  as be ing 
p la in  r id iculous. While t he  precise di f ferences and t h e  quintessent ia l  Canadian 
character of ten elude def in i t ion,  Canadians feel and know themselves t o  be 
d i f f e ren t  f rom the i r  neighbours. The re  i s  also a p r e t t y  widespread sense tha t  
t he  U.S.A. i s  not  qu i te  t he  ideal o r  super io r  coun t r y  so many o f  i t s  cit izens 
and leaders o f ten  imagine. While there  is  an enormous reservo i r  o f  goodwill, 
af fect ion and even a sense o f  companionship w i th  respect t o  t he  U.S., there  i s  
also a cer ta in  scepticism about i t s  boasts o f  being t h e  per fec t  society. 
Canadians perceive a violent, racist ,  and  i n  some respects uncar ing  wor ld  south 
o f  them, r u n  b y  a government which exh ib i ts  many o f  t he  t r a i t s  character ist ic 
o f  a l l  super-powers pu rs ing  the i r  national in teres ts  under  t h e  guise o f  
humanitarianism. L i v i ng  i n  a small, weak, and to lerant  count ry ,  Canadians are  
of ten dismayed b y  t he  posit ions adopted b y  t he  U.S., whether it i s  i n  relat ion 
t o  Central  America o r  L ibya o r  in the  spread o f  nuclear weapons. The  
Canadians' colonial past  and membership i n  both  the  Commonwealth and the  
Francophonie have endowed them w i th  an ab id ing suspic ion tha t  all-powerful 
actors on the  internat ional  stage engage in deeply questionable act iv i t ies which 
threaten the  smaller and  less ambitious members o f  t h e  wor ld  community. In 
that  sense, Canadians share t he  perspect ive o f  t he  t h i r d  world. So, while t hey  
f i n d  much t o  b e  admired i n  t he  Un i ted States, they  do  no t  see tha t  it has y e t  
at ta ined perfect ion and they do  not wish t o  become l i ke  it i n  al l  part iculars.  
To  the  cont rary ,  Canadians cher ish t he i r  own indiv idual i ty--even though tha t  
may not  always b e  c lear ly  defined. 
One o f  the  di f ferences pr ized b y  Canadians relates t o  t h e  American 
predi lect ion f o r  re l y i ng  on market  forces t o  allocate resources. In o u r  eyes, a 
g rea t  many human concerns a re  too important t o  be l e f t  to  t h e  unwil led, chaotic 
and o f ten  rapacious features o f  markets. Telecommunications and broadcast ing 
a re  pr ime examples. We therefore reject  t he  idea widely suppor ted in the 
United States t h a t  matters a f fec t ing  ou r  cu l tu ra l  and even economic sovereignty 
can b e  l e f t  t o  the  b l i nd  vagaries o f  t he  market instead o f  being subject  to  
policies re f lec t ing  cer ta in  deep-seated features o f  o u r  value system. 
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You may t h i n k  tha t  I have hopelessly lost my way and tha t  pat r io t ic  
passion has d r i ven  me in to  t e r r i t o r y  f a r  removed from ou r  topic. Not so. The  
matters I a l l  too b r i e f l y  surveyed, while b y  no means embracing a l l  re levant 
features o f  Canada's communication scene, nevertheless po in t  t o  a c r i t i ca l  
dimension o f  the  count ry 's  communications policies and research. I n  t he  few 
minutes remaining, I wi l l  t race the implications o f  t he  foregoing fo r  ou r  
research. 
Some way back, as you  know, I stressed two points:  Canada is  
unmistakably d i f f e ren t  from the U.S., b u t  i t s  cu l t u ra l  d ist inct iveness is 
threatened b y  the  s t rong inf luence exerted b y  American cu l tu re .  Largely 
because o f  this, research on internat ional  communications questions is of ten 
related t o  t he  domestic dimension. The two can, i n  fact, no t  always be 
separated. What, then, are the  salient features o f  Canada's e f f o r t s  i n  these 
domains, g iven the par t icu lar  geographic, h istor ical ,  demographic, 
socio-political , and economic condi t ions o f  the  coun t r y?  
We should note, i n  the  f i r s t  place, t ha t  Canada has found problems o f  
communications t o  b e  o f  central  importance and has, therefore,  produced 
important work i n  t h i s  area. It is probab ly  no exaggeration to  say t ha t  i n  no 
o ther  f ie ld have Canadians made such noteworthy cont r ibu t ions  t o  the  
internat ional  intellectual community. McLuhan is  no doubt  the  best-known 
Canadian th inke r  i n  th is  f ield, b u t  there  are many others whose work  is  a t  
least as important. l nn i s  stands out,  as does Nor th rop  Frye. The la t te r  
reminds us  tha t  a g rea t  many Canadian l i t e ra ry  scholars have made signi f icant 
contr iBut ions t o  ou r  understanding o f  how the  exchange o f  ideas i n  the  
Canadian space has cont r ibu ted t o  t he  nature  o f  ou r  value system and  ou r  l i fe. 
Second, a large p a r t  o f  Canada's research e f f o r t  i n  ou r  domain focuses on 
the relat ionship between communications, cu l tu re ,  and a sense o f  cohesion and 
national ident i ty .  We are  conscious o f  t he  problems posed not on ly  b y  ou r  
l ingu is t ic  and cu l t u ra l  dualism, b u t  also b y  the  consequences o f  ou r  prox imi ty  
to  the  Uni ted States. Questions re la t ing  t o  dependency hold a s t rong  
fascination bo th  i n  t he i r  domestic and transnational dimensions. 
A t h i r d  preoccupation, which may well puzzle observers from h igh l y  
art iculated societies, concerns the nature  o f  Canadian ident i ty  and nat ional i ty.  
Canadians, scholars included, are  fo rever  searching fo r  precise def in i t ions o f  
what it is t o  be Canadian. Indeed, t h i s  naval-gazing obsession wi th  one's own 
national character is  probab ly  among the most d is t ingu ish ing features o f  
Canadians. 
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A fou r th  notable aspect of Canada's research i n  communication is tha t  so 
much o f  it is under taken b y  governments. The  number o f  Royal Commisions, 
Task Forces, Parl iamentary Inquir ies,  and  repor ts  emanating f rom government 
departments, in ou r  areas o f  research, is  t r u l y  astounding. Both  the federal 
and provincial  author i t ies have sponsored a large number o f  re levant studies, 
s t rong ly  complementing the work  o f  ind iv idua l  scholars. T h i s  heavy " ~ f f i c i a l ' ~  
presence in the  communications l i te ra ture  at tests t o  a po in t  noted earl ier, t ha t  
Canadians are  more disposed than Americans t o  r e l y  on  publ ic agencies t o  tackle 
societal questions. 
A f i f t h  character ist ic is  t he  r ichness o f  the  ideological perspect ive w i th in  
which communication research occurs. The re  is  a v e r y  s t rong  t rad i t ion  o f  
c r i t i ca l  communications research and o f  studies broad ly  fa l l ing w i t h in  var ious 
neo-Marxist frameworks. Whole "schools1' have emerged, around such centres 
as t he  Communications Department a t  the  Universi tC de Montreal o r  t ha t  o f  
Simon Fraser Un ivers i ty ,  which have challenged the  l iberal  approaches pursued 
b y  more tradi t ional  scholars. 
No doubt  because o f  t he  complexity o f  Canada's federal  arrangements, and 
because o f  the  immense importance o f  the Un i ted States, and  also because o f  t he  
greater  ideological heterodoxy, many o f  the  quest ions pursued b y  
communications scholars i n  Canada have a d i s t i nc t l y  pol i t ical  dimension. The 
pol i t ics o f  communications is t hus  a subject  receiv ing more at tent ion than is the 
case, f o r  instance, i n  the  U.S.A. 
A n d  f ina l ly ,  the  inf luence o f  American pract ices and cu l t u re  on  Canada, 
and  the issues ar is ing  as a consequence, a t t r ac t  par t icu lar  attention. A n d  
while many studies accept the  major premises under ly ing  American values and 
policies, there  is also a v e r y  substant ia l  and  important body o f  wo rk  which 
c lear ly challenges the supposit ions on which U.S. research and  policies are  
of ten bu i l t .  It is  f o r  t h i s  reason tha t  i n  internat ional  telecommunications 
negotiations and  the background preparat ion associated w i th  them, Canadians 
o f ten  take posit ions which d i f f e r  considerably from those espoused by the i r  
neighbours.  
This,  and the general preoccupation o f  Canadians wi th  t he i r  cu l tu ra l  
sovereignty and the ab i l i t y  t o  do  th ings the i r  own way, not  on ly  puzzles many 
Americans, as I have noted, b u t  also i r r i ta tes  them. Yet they  would no t  be so 
su rp r i sed  if they  took a good look a t  t he i r  own ways. How much non-American 
television is  available on U.S. screens, par t icu lar ly  i n  t he  all- important 
commercial sector? The  seeming peevish parochialism o f  Canada may not  be 
qu i te  as unique as it seems a t  f i r s t  glance. 
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Some years ago, i n  addressing a la rge ly  American audience on  a topic 
similar t o  t he  one I am pu rsu ing  here, I was able t o  sum u p  and conclude the  
argument w i t h  an anecdote and a quest ion (Meisel 1983:lO). Th i s  l i t e ra ry  
device seemed t o  wo rk  qu i t e  well, and I would l i ke  t o  t r y  it again, na tura l ly  
p rov id ing  a new text .  
F i r s t  t he  anecdote: some Quebecers have recent ly produced a v e r y  
successful feature f i lm exp lor ing  contemporary social mores. T h e  fi lm is called 
T h e  Decline o f  t he  American Empire and it has el ic i ted a l o t  o f  in teres t  no t  on ly  
in Canada b u t  also in the  United States. 
A n d  now f o r  t h e  question: Why is  Hollywood planning t o  remake th i s  f i lm 
in an American sett ing? 
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